Inclusion London’s evidence to the Public Accounts Select Committee’s Universal Credit inquiry 2018
Inclusion London 

Inclusion London is a London-wide user-led organisation which promotes equality for London’s Deaf and Disabled people and provides capacity-building support for over 70 Deaf and Disabled People’s Organisations (DDPOs) in London and through these organisations our reach extends to over 70,000 Disabled Londoners.   

We welcome the opportunity to submit evidence to the Public Accounts Select Committee Universal Credit inquiry.   

Summary

· We are deeply concerned by the lack of research and data modelling around the access needs of prospective UC claimants that has informed the design and development of the system.

· Many people receiving Universal Credit (UC) have a long term health condition/are Deaf and Disabled, however the UC has not been designed to be appropriate to their needs and as a result Deaf and Disabled people are experience serious hardship.  

· There is currently inadequate recording and collation of disaggregated data giving information about numbers and experiences of Deaf and Disabled receiving UC including sanctioning.  
· There are multiple problems with UC which are having adverse impacts on Deaf and Disabled people including inaccessibility of the applications process, a waiting period that is too long, lack of reasonable adjustments for Deaf and Disabled people regarding their claimant commitment and inappropriately imposed sanctions, removal of the disability premiums.    
Summary of recommendation: 
· The DWP undertakes research to assess the proportion of claimants who are likely to need special provision in order to access Universal Credit, for whom the default process is inaccessible, and to ensure sufficient provision is in place to meet their needs.
· The DWP collects data on the numbers of disabled people claiming UC and the numbers of disabled people receiving a UC sanction, disaggregated by impairment type in a similar way to Personal Independence payments.
   The definition of being disabled should be in line with the Equality Act 2010’s definition.

· Reasonable adjustments are made in accordance with the Equality Act 2010,
 when a Deaf or Disabled person cannot fulfil their ‘claimant commitment’ due to their impairment.
· Sanctions, which growing evidence shows to be counter-productive, are abolished.
· The waiting period is abolished.
· Severe and Enhanced Disability Premiums are retained under Universal Credit.  
UC not designed for the number of Deaf and Disabled claimants  
When looking at how the Universal Credit system is working it is important to understand that many of the people receiving Universal Credit have a ‘long term health condition’. The Universal Credit Full Service Survey (the survey) of people receiving Universal Credit (UC) carried out on behalf of the DWP found that:

· 41% people responding to the survey reported a ‘long-term health condition’ 
· 25%  reporting that their ‘long term health condition’ reduced the ability to carry out day-to-day activities ‘a lot’.
   
The number of people on Universal Credit rose to 920 thousand in May 2018.
 Therefore the survey findings of 41% of people with long term health conditions equates to approximately 377,200 people and 25% of people with the ability to carry day-today activities ‘a lot’ equates to about 230,000 people.   

It is likely that the 25% with ‘long term health condition’ that reduces the ability to carry out day-to-day activities ‘a lot’ are Deaf and Disabled people  with the right to reasonable adjustments under the Equality Act 2010.

The high volume of people with health conditions claiming UC has not been sufficiently recognised and is not taken into account in the design and administration of UC. This has a negative impact on people with long health conditions and staff.  The National Audit Office’s report highlighted that DWP research in 2017 reported that staff 

‘• felt overwhelmed by the volume of claimants reporting health problems.’

The application process for claiming UC is digital by default and this is inaccessible to many Deaf and Disabled people for multiple reasons, for example:
· Disabled people are statistically less likely to have access to the internet. According to figures from the ONS, in 2018 20% of Disabled people had never used the internet
. This has been further impacted by library closures.
· Many Deaf BSL users do not understand written English but there is currently no BSL provision for UC online applications.

· Social care cuts mean that Disabled people are less likely to have support to go online or navigate the benefit system even if they own the technology, for example people with learning difficulties or who are neuro-diverse may now receive no or very little support at home while people with high support needs often now only receive support for their personal care. 
The Government Digital Service (GDS), which develops Verify, has revealed research showing that while 35% of UC users can set up a Verify account online, 30% are not able to, and the remaining 35% could use Verify, but do not
.
Special provision has been made available for people who are unable to access the online application process, however we are concerned that this be made available to everyone who needs it. There appears to be a lack of any research into numbers who will likely require this and the DWP is relying on local JCPs and work coaches to take responsibility for ensuring access needs are met. However, they will only be able to so this within the resources that are available to them and there needs to be intelligence about numbers requiring adjustments and special provision in order to plan the availability of those resources. It would be possible to carry out some form of modelling, using information from adult social services departments, information about library availability and statistics relating to Deaf and Disabled people’s access to the internet.
The NAO report stated that each work coach has a case load of 85 people, so it is likely each work coach has nearly 35 people with a long term health condition and about 21 people with a more serious long term health condition.  This could include people with learning difficulties, mental health conditions, MS, or lesser known conditions like Ehlers Danlos syndrome.
  The NAO report said that staff:
· ‘lacked the time and ability to identify claimants who needed additional support; and 
· lacked the confidence to apply processes flexibly and make appropriate adjustments’.  
As a result people with long term health conditions/Deaf and Disabled people can find the whole UC system inaccessible and also punitive because sanctions are inappropriately imposed.
Lack of disaggregated data

Currently Universal Credit statistics are not disaggregated so the number of Deaf and Disabled people cannot be seen clearly. Disaggregated data is particularly important as the survey found that:

‘There is evidence that certain groups are faring less well under UC, particularly older claimants and claimants with health conditions’  

The DWP hopes that work coaches will be allowed to pin information on a claimants’ needs to the top of a claimant’s journal.
 This method may be an appropriate to alert a work coach so support can be targeted and work conditionality adjusted but it does not provide national data on which to base strategic decisions on UC’s design and administration.

According to NAO report the DWP found it difficult to identify and track those who it deems ‘vulnerable’: 

‘It has not measured how many Universal Credit claimants are having difficulties because it does not have systematic means of gathering intelligence from delivery partners’  

The DWP needs more robust method to collect data on the numbers of Deaf and Disabled people claiming UC.  Information on a person’s physical or mental impairment should be gathered on the application form and collated by the DWP in the same way data is collated for Personal Independence Payments, 
  rather than relying on data from work coaches or delivery partners. 
Reasons for the financial difficulties
According to the UC claimant survey 

‘among those claimants that had fallen behind on bills and credit commitments, two-thirds said this had happened after their UC claim started.   
The survey found also found:

‘those with a long-term health condition were more likely to be experiencing financial difficulties.’

The financial hardship experienced by Deaf and Disabled people is due to the whole UC system from the application process and continue through an ongoing claim with difficulties which include inappropriate claimant commitments and sanctions.  We have outlined some of the reasons in more detail below:  
Difficulties with the application process  

According to the UC claimant survey 98% of claimants claimed online.  

· ‘Of those that had made an online claim, considerable proportions experienced difficulties with the process and would have liked more support’ (43%).   

· People with ‘health conditions found the claim process overall more difficult and were more likely to feel they needed support.’  
· 31% said they needed support with their UC digital account.
  
· This support would need to ongoing because claimants need to regularly access their digital account.
Below we outline aspects of the application process that Deaf and Disabled people find difficult:   
· The online sessions only last 40 minutes after which the session automatically closes. If you have not saved the application all your work is lost and you have to start again or visit the JobCentre.   
·  Claimants need to gather all necessary supporting documentation together so it is to hand when the application is being made online and the documents have to scanned/uploaded, not many disabled people have a scanner at home so have go elsewhere to do this.
· Repeated calls in person to the local Jobcentre plus can be necessary to provide hardcopy information, such as ID documents and sick notes.
· The online application has to be completed within 7 days, which adds to the pressure so the whole process can be stressful. 
 ‘Julia’ a Disabled woman highlights another aspect of the cumbersome online system:
The computer system is ridiculous. Not only do I need to take the sick note in to show them, but once I've picked it up from  doctors' I've got to complete a section about it on the website. The awkward way the work coach has to process the sick note involves completing the same details in several locations, opening up a lot of pages at once, and is very difficult for his work coach to get right- he has to re-do some bits because it doesn't work 1st time. User friendly it is not.
This system makes it impossible for some Deaf and Disabled people to apply on line without support, particularly for people with learning difficulties or mental health support needs or those that experience pain and exhaustion or cannot travel easily.   
Waiting time still too long
· 40% (20,000 households) waited in total around 11 weeks or more for full payment; and 20% (10,000 households) waited almost five months or more, according to a report on UC rollout by the National Audit Office, (NAO).

The NAO report mentioned that DWP’s data shows that 60% of new claimants ask for and receive a Universal Credit advance to help them manage as they wait for their first payment.

Many Deaf and Disabled people have only just been able to survive financially under so called ‘legacy benefits’ with an extra expense or a sanction pushing people into debt.  Money is far, far too tight to accumulate savings.  To design a system that expects UC claimants to wait for 5/6 weeks for an initial payment shows just how out of touch those in government are with the reality of people claiming benefits. The long wait for the first UC payment is pushing people into debt and rent arrears.  Information local and national organisations gave the NAO which said that ‘hardship’ was experienced particularly by ‘vulnerable’ claimants’ because of ‘not having savings to last the initial wait for payments’.       

Reduced benefits 

The Enhanced Disability Premium (EDP) and Severe Disability Premium (SDP) currently give disabled people with high support needs £15.90 and £62.45 a week respectively. But under Universal Credit neither payment exists. 

Claimant commitment 

The claimant commitment is much more onerous under UC.  Claimants need a personal email and are expected to log online every day to do job searches and more job applications are to be completed, both of which can be difficult for Deaf and Disabled people to do, reasonable adjustments for Deaf and Disabled people are needed but are not being made.  A Disabled person describes the difference between the UC claimant commitment and the previous system: 

‘… it was a big shock as the new system is totally different, 35 hours a week job search, a lot more than the 10 jobs every 2 weeks on job seekers.  Weekly appointments, with extra appointments given between them…..
Inappropriate sanctions

The survey found:

‘The most common reason for not completing any work search activity was an illness or health condition.’  
That the majority of people receiving a sanction are ill/had a health condition is not sufficiently recognised because there is no data currently collected on the number of Deaf and Disabled people receiving a UC sanction.  As mentioned previously this data needs to be collected and used to make changes to the system.

Changes to the system are urgently needed as Deaf and Disabled people are receiving sanctions because of the impact of their impairment prevents them from completing the claimant commitment. By law under the Equality Act 2010 a reasonable adjustment
 should be made to claimant commitment but this does not happen as the case below, which involves a young autistic man illustrates only too well: 
My son ‘was sanctioned again, for a longer period, this time, for not filling out all of the forms he was supposed to, about looking for work. He can read and write just fine, but the forms are very complicated for him, and I feel they are inappropriate, as they are really only suitable for a person looking for white collar work, and he is neither suited to, nor looking for, white collar work…. 

…My son is a good man, he wants to work, he feels guilty that he cannot find a job, and though it pains me to speak of it, he tried to commit suicide, after the blow of being sanctioned a second time.’…
….I simply cannot afford to live in this house without the housing benefit.  And so, to return to my son's situation, I have had to persuade him to sign on again. He was not happy to do this, and I was not happy to ask him to, as I know that the interviews are humiliating and abusive, and do nothing at all to help him to get into work. And I was worried that the pressure of it may cause him to give up hope on life again.’
 It was totally inappropriate for the work coach to ask this young man to fill in the forms, a reasonable adjustment should have been made so he didn’t have to do this aspect of the claimant commitment.  People with other impairments have similar experiences, for instance people with mental health support needs are sanctioned for not attending an appointment they were too ill to attend. To put it bluntly, sanctions are punishing people for being disabled, it is a cruel and unjust system. Sanctions should be abolished for Deaf and Disabled people. Many reports including the Public Accounts Select Committee’s own report show that sanctions have a disastrous impact and are not effective.
    
Perhaps as previously mentioned the work coach had a case load of 85 people with about 21 people with ‘long term health conditions’ so they ‘felt overwhelmed by the volume of claimants reporting health problems,
 and therefore was either unaware of the young man’s needs because no information was pinned to the journal or the work coach did not know enough about the autistic spectrum to make appropriate adjustments.   This type of problem has to be tackled by the DWP not ignored as it is doing now.  

Below are four other experiences of Deaf and Disabled people or their parents that illustrate the hardship caused by problems with whole UC system we mentioned above:  

The effects of the introduction of full Universal Credit service in the Borough of Hammersmith & Fulham has had a devastating effect on my health and finances, leaving me struggling to make ends meet, pay for debts I was left to struggle with alone… 
  ‘….less money coming in & you get less council tax benefit & less Housing benefit.   Thankfully my landlord, a housing association was understanding…. I've had to cut back on stuff we buy to help with their disabilities….  My mum was diagnosed with cancer during that time so I couldn't ask my mum & dad for any help. ‘
‘I waited a minimum of three months. I was left unable to find appropriate accommodation for my son and I to be rehoused while battling to keep our home….   This led to serious health problems for me and my son…
 ‘I had to ask my parents for help who are struggling to pay bedroom tax themselves and have no spare money also my parents were the original reason i was homeless/needed housing benefit due to abuse in that household…   
Organisations overwhelmed by demand for support

Because of the difficulties with UC Deaf and Disabled People’s Organisations (DDPOs) are being swamped with the need to provide support with UC online applications and support to manage finances because of the single all in one payment.  Funding for DDPOs is being cut and services are over stretched so the need for support cannot always be met.  Organisations are very concerned that they do not have the capacity to provide the support needed for of UC.      
Conclusion

The UC system pushes people into debt and rent arrears which can cause homelessness.  Yet the NAO report found that the DWP, 
‘does not accept that Universal Credit has caused hardship among claimants, because it makes advances available…… This has led it to often dismiss evidence of claimants’ difficulties and hardship instead of working with these bodies to establish an evidence base for what is actually happening.’ 
   

It would be all too easy for those in the DWP to continue ignore the types of problems with the UC system, which are causing Deaf and Disabled people great hardship,  the UN Committee CRPD the government policies have resulted in a ‘human catastrophe’.
  The government needs to make changes to improve Deaf and Disabled people experiences of UC.    
Regarding people with long term health conditions and older people the survey researchers said that 
‘it may well be beneficial to design a more tailored customer journey in favour of these groups.’
     
We agree with this and have outlined recommendations below to remedy some of the problems with the Universal Credit system: 
Summary of recommendation: 
· The DWP undertakes research to assess the proportion of claimants who are likely to need special provision in order to access Universal Credit, for whom the default process is inaccessible, and to ensure sufficient provision is in place to meet their needs.
· The DWP collects data on the numbers of disabled people claiming UC and the numbers of disabled people receiving a UC sanction, disaggregated by impairment type in a similar way to Personal Independence payments.
   The definition of being disabled should be in line with the Equality Act 2010’s definition.

· Reasonable adjustments are made in accordance with the Equality Act 2010,
 when a Deaf or Disabled person cannot fulfil their ‘claimant commitment’ due to their impairment.
· Sanctions, which growing evidence shows to be counter-productive, are abolished.
· The waiting period is abolished.
· Severe and Enhanced Disability Premiums are retained under Universal Credit.  
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